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Building institutional capacity through experimentation in 
sustainable urban development projects in Sweden
Janneke van der Leer 

Department of Architecture and Civil Engineering, Chalmers University of Technology, Gothenburg, Sweden

ABSTRACT  
Experimentation is increasingly promoted as a strategy to 
implement sustainability ambitions, taking shape in pilot projects, 
testbeds, and demonstration projects. While often framed as 
experimental governance, questions remain about whether, and 
under what conditions, experimentation builds institutional 
capacity. This article examines how local governments use 
experimentation in land allocation processes to advance 
sustainable urban development, drawing on two Swedish urban 
development projects: Vallastaden and Brunnshög. Since a 2015 
legal reform, local governments have had limited ability to 
impose local sustainability requirements. Land allocation has 
emerged as one of the few instruments through which local 
governments can influence developers. The analysis 
demonstrates how experimentation in land allocation activates 
and reshapes knowledge resources, relational resources, and 
mobilization capacity by enabling learning, fostering 
collaboration with developers, and testing new governance tools. 
However, weak integration with regulatory frameworks and 
limited mechanisms for continuity reduce the capacity-building 
potential of these experiments. The article argues that 
embedding experimentation within formal governance structures 
is crucial to avoid fragmented outcomes and legitimacy concerns.
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1. Introduction

Experimentation is increasingly used as a key strategy in planning to achieve sustainabil
ity goals, taking shape through initiatives such as pilot projects, testbeds, living labs, and 
demonstration projects (Gartlinger and Gualini 2025; Hellquist, Balfors, and Sondal 
2025; Scholl and De Kraker 2021). These efforts vary in scale, scope, and purpose, but 
they are generally characterized by a focus on sustainability, innovation, collaboration, 
and learning, all embedded within specific place-based contexts (Evans and Karvonen 
2014; Witzell and Oldbury 2023). Bulkeley (2023) highlights four dynamics that 
explain the growing reliance on experimentation: the redistribution of governing 
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authority, the changing relationship between knowledge and policy, the challenge of 
acting under indeterminacy, and the shifting meaning of progress in a climate-altered 
world. Rather than reducing complexity, experimentation deliberately engages with 
uncertain and messy conditions to generate new insights and potential pathways for 
action (Bulkeley 2023).

A central concern in previous studies on experimentation has been the shifting role of 
public actors, particularly local governments (Grundel and Trygg 2024). The rise of exper
imentation has transformed planning from a more hierarchical structure with defined 
responsibilities into a more horizontal and collaborative arrangement (Eneqvist and Kar
vonen 2021; Mäntysalo et al. 2015). Local governments are no longer seen only as regula
tors or providers of services but increasingly as promoters, enablers or partners, taking on 
roles such as visioning, facilitating, supporting, amplifying, and guarding (Eneqvist and 
Karvonen 2021; Kronsell and Mukhtar-Landgren 2018). Experimental approaches can 
increase flexibility and innovation, but they also risk weakening accountability and legiti
macy, especially when responsibilities become fluid and disconnected from formal man
dates (Berglund-Snodgrass and Mukhtar-Landgren 2020; Eneqvist et al. 2022; Haderer 
2023; Torrens and von Wirth 2021). This concern raises questions about governance 
capacity (Castán Broto et al. 2019; Grundel and Trygg 2024; Haderer 2023).

Although experimentation is widely promoted as a means to implement sustainability 
goals – and by some even conceptualized as a permanent mode of governing termed 
experimental governance (Bulkeley 2023; Eneqvist et al. 2022; Kronsell and Mukhtar- 
Landgren 2018) – there is limited understanding of whether, and under what conditions, 
experimentation contributes to institutional capacity. Institutional capacity is ‘the ability 
of administrative and government organizations and agencies to respond to and manage 
current social and environmental challenges through decision-making, planning and 
implementation processes’ (Polk 2011, 187). Strengthening institutional capacity is 
important to ensure experimentation supports rather than undermines legitimacy (Eneq
vist et al. 2022). Without such capacity, local governments risk an implementation gap 
between policy goals and actual outcomes (Hodson, Evans, and Schliwa 2018). Previous 
research has indicated that experimentation can enhance institutional capacity for sus
tainable urban development (Gartlinger and Gualini 2025; Isaksson and Hagbert 
2020). Still, more work is needed to examine how experiments are planned and governed 
in practice. This includes understanding why local governments engage in experimen
tation and what implications these practices hold for the long term (Bulkeley and 
Broto 2013; Grundel and Trygg 2024; Witzell and Oldbury 2023).

Against this backdrop, the Swedish planning system offers a particularly relevant 
context for examining land allocation as a form of experimental governance. On the 
one hand, Sweden has a strong tradition of local planning autonomy, making local gov
ernments key actors in advancing sustainability agendas (van der Leer et al. 2023). On the 
other hand, since 2015, a national legal reform has limited local governments’ ability to 
impose local sustainability requirements through traditional planning instruments 
(Caesar 2016; Candel and Paulsson 2023). This shift has altered the balance of authority, 
created new institutional structures and driven experimentation in urban planning 
(Parks 2019; Smedby 2020). At the same time, it has constrained traditional planning 
instruments and prompted local governments to experiment with alternative governance 
arrangements, of which land allocation has emerged as a crucial instrument through 
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which local governments attempt to steer urban development in more sustainable direc
tions (Francart et al. 2019; van der Leer et al. 2023).

In this article, land allocation is understood as an experimental governance arrange
ment, where sustainability goals, responsibilities, and implementation mechanisms are 
tested, negotiated, and revised over time. Its effectiveness, therefore, depends on insti
tutional capacity to formulate strategic goals, manage ongoing relationships between 
local governments and developers (Brokking, Liedholm Johnson, and Paulsson 2020; 
Caesar 2016; Candel and Törnå 2022), and translate experimental practices into govern
ance routines. Previous research indicated that roles, responsibilities, and influence are 
not fixed, but shift throughout development processes (Brokking, Liedholm Johnson, 
and Paulsson 2020; Karrbom Gustavsson, Hallin, and Dobers 2024; Spit 2025). By ana
lysing land allocation as an example of experimental governance, this article contributes 
to debates on how experimentation in land allocation processes influences institutional 
capacity for sustainable urban development. The article draws on two Swedish urban 
development projects with high sustainability ambitions. It contributes to debates on 
experimental governance and the evolving role of local governments in the relationship 
with developers.

Sustainable urban development is often presented as a clear goal, but it is a contested 
and evolving concept in practice. What is considered sustainable varies across countries 
and within cities, differing among departments and actors (Metzger and Lindblad 2020). 
As Hallin, Karrbom-Gustavsson, and Dobers (2021) note, sustainability is inherently 
local, temporal, and political, shaped by changing interests, ideologies, and practical con
straints. This article uses the concept as it is framed and mobilized within planning pro
cesses, focusing on how local governments and developers interpret and operationalize it 
in practice. This approach enables the article to illustrate how sustainability influences 
and is influenced by land allocation processes (Hallin, Karrbom-Gustavsson, and 
Dobers 2021; Metzger and Lindblad 2020). Political dynamics influence the sustainability 
agendas of local governments. However, the empirical focus here is on how project teams 
within the local government, in negotiation with developers, implement these agendas 
through experimental governance practices. The relationship and interactions between 
local governments and developers are examined as the key site where institutional 
capacity can be developed, with recognition that other actors may also play a role 
beyond the scope of this article.

The article is structured as follows. Section 2 provides background on urban planning 
and land allocation processes in Sweden. Section 3 introduces the analytical framework 
of institutional capacity and experimentation. Section 4 outlines the materials and 
methods used in the case study research. Section 5 presents the analysis of the empirical 
material, followed by a concluding discussion in Section 6.

2. A brief overview of urban planning and land allocation  
processes in Sweden

Sweden’s decentralized urban planning system gives local governments a planning mon
opoly, meaning they have the authority to decide when and where development takes 
place within their municipal boundaries (Högström, Balfors, and Hammer 2019). Plan
ning is regulated by the Planning and Building Act (plan- och bygglagen in Swedish), 
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which defines two key planning instruments at the municipal level: the comprehensive 
plan (översiktsplan in Swedish) and the detailed development plan (detaljplan in 
Swedish). The comprehensive plan covers the entire municipal area and outlines the 
general use, integrating national and regional plans and programmes. The detailed devel
opment specifies land use and building regulations for a particular area. Detailed devel
opment plans are usually drawn up when new development involves one or several 
properties. This plan regulates key elements such as permitted land uses and building 
dimensions (Valtonen, Falkenbach, and Viitanen 2018). Building permits are required 
for new construction and must comply with the detailed development plan and national 
building regulations (Kalbro, Lindgren, and Paulsson 2015). Detailed development plans 
are legally binding documents, whereas the comprehensive plan serves as a non-binding 
guideline for the development of detailed development plans. Swedish local governments 
have complemented these formal planning instruments with quality and design pro
grams, such as architectural or sustainability programs, that guide the design and sustain
ability of new developments (Kalbro, Lindgren, and Paulsson 2015). These programs are 
often created collaboratively with developers and other actors (Austin 2013; Parks 2019). 
They are not legally binding unless integrated into detailed development plans.

A significant share of land suitable for new development in Sweden is owned by local 
governments (Caesar 2016; Caesar and Kopsch 2018; Singhapathirana, Hui, and Jayantha 
2022). Thus, local governments act as both planning authorities and landowners, giving 
them a powerful position in shaping urban development (Brokking, Liedholm Johnson, 
and Paulsson 2020; Caesar 2016; Granath Hansson 2025; Högström et al. 2024). In 
Sweden, public land allocation processes have long been a crucial part of urban planning 
practice, with local governments utilizing their land ownership since the 1970s to 
influence urban form and function (Caesar and Kopsch 2018; Olsson 2018). While plan
ning instruments, such as the detailed development plan and building permits, provide 
formal regulatory control (Candel and Törnå 2022), local governments face legal con
straints when imposing project-specific sustainability requirements. Since a legal 
reform in 2015, local governments’ possibilities to set stricter (sustainability) demands 
on the technical properties of buildings (särkrav in Swedish) have been limited, as 
requirements must be predictable and uniform across the country in order to avoid 
additional construction costs due to inconsistent local rules. As a result, local govern
ments increasingly rely on their role as landowners to promote sustainability goals 
through land allocation processes, which have emerged as a key governance arrangement 
for steering urban development in more sustainable directions (Caesar 2016; Francart 
et al. 2019).

Land allocation processes are complex, often involving negotiations between develo
pers and local governments on a case-by-case basis (Granath Hansson 2025). Four main 
types of land allocation procedures are commonly used (Högström et al. 2024): direct, 
bid, comparative bid, and competition, as shown in Table 1. Instead of selling land, 
land can be leased through site leasehold (tomträtt in Swedish), generating annual fees 
without a sale. In 2024, 285 local governments in Sweden reported owning land suitable 
for housing development (Boverket 2024). Of these, 195 local governments used land 
allocation procedures in 2024 (Boverket 2024). The distribution of the selection 
methods used is shown in Table 1.
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Land allocation occurs either before or after a detailed development plan is prepared. 
Local governments employ these processes to varying degrees of control and involve
ment, influencing the integration of housing and sustainability goals into development 
(Krigsholm, Puustinen, and Falkenbach 2022). Recent studies have shown that sustain
ability criteria are increasingly being incorporated into land allocation processes (Candel 
and Törnå 2022; Francart et al. 2019; Healey Trulsrud and van der Leer 2024; Storbjörk, 
Hjerpe, and Glaas 2019). When a developer is awarded land, the terms are formalized in a 
land allocation agreement (Caesar 2016), which the Planning and Building Act does not 
regulate, as it is defined as a civil contract. These agreements typically include general 
conditions applicable to all projects in that municipality, such as construction start 
dates, cost responsibilities, time constraints, transfer restrictions, and project-specific 
conditions. These may include requirements for housing tenure, energy performance, 
construction methods, or compliance with building certification systems for sustainabil
ity (Caesar 2016). However, including these requirements in land allocation agreements 
has raised questions about whether these local governments are violating the law or 
acting in a legal grey area (Francart et al. 2019; Olsson 2018).

As discussed in Section 1, land allocation is no longer merely a procedural or contrac
tual instrument. However, it has become an arena for experimentation through which 
local governments navigate legal constraints, negotiate sustainability ambitions, and 
test new collaborative arrangements. Such experimentation raises important questions 
about how these practices shape the institutional capacity for sustainable urban develop
ment. The following section, therefore, outlines the institutional capacity framework 
used in this article.

3. Analytical framework: institutional capacity building through 
experimentation

To explore whether and how experimentation in land allocation contributes to insti
tutional capacity building, this article draws on Healey’s institutional capacity frame
work, which consists of three core dimensions: knowledge resources, relational 

Table 1. Types of land allocation procedures and the number of local governments using this 
procedure in 2024.

Land allocation 
procedure Description

Number of local governments using this 
procedure out of 195 using land allocation in 

2024 (Boverket 2024)

Direct A single developer is granted the land allocation 
without considering other proposals or 
competitors

129

Bid Developers compete based on predefined criteria 
and requirements, with price being the 
determining factor

28

Comparative bid Similar to the bid procedure but incorporates 
additional quality considerations where the 
price is not decisive

69

Competition The competition procedure involves evaluating 
more advanced design proposals using 
established criteria and development 
prerequisites

48
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resources, and mobilization capacity (Healey 1998). These dimensions highlight how 
planning processes can enable societal change by mobilizing and coordinating diverse 
actors towards collective goals (De Magalhães, Healey, and Madanipour 2002). Insti
tutional capacity is not a fixed resource but a dynamic and evolving system, shaped by 
external forces and ongoing interactions between structures, ideas, narratives, and iden
tities (Wretling and Balfors 2021). Healey (2004) already linked experimentation to insti
tutional capacity, emphasizing that effective governance depends on creativity, learning 
from success and failure, and balancing flexibility with control. Building on this, more 
recent research underlines the role of experimentation as a driver for institutional 
capacity in planning (Gartlinger and Gualini 2025; Isaksson and Hagbert 2020). This 
article extends the institutional capacity framework by examining how experimentation 
in land allocation influences each of its three dimensions.

Knowledge resources refer to the availability, development, and integration of various 
forms of knowledge: formal, informal, and tacit knowledge, needed to steer urban devel
opment. This includes actors’ understanding of sustainability issues, access to relevant 
information, and co-producing and exchanging knowledge across institutional bound
aries (De Magalhães, Healey, and Madanipour 2002; Norell Bergendahl 2016; Polk 
2011). Relational resources relate to the structure, reach and quality of networks and 
relationships among actors involved in planning processes. This dimension reflects the 
social capital within and across actor groups, influencing collaboration, trust-building, 
and knowledge sharing (De Magalhães, Healey, and Madanipour 2002; Norell Bergen
dahl 2016; Polk 2011). Mobilizationcapacity refers to the ability of actors to activate 
and align knowledge and relational resources in order to initiate, sustain and steer col
lective action and drive change. It focuses on how planning actors use strategic tools, 
navigate institutional landscapes and influence collective action (De Magalhães, 
Healey, and Madanipour 2002; Norell Bergendahl 2016; Polk 2011).

The three dimensions are interconnected and interdependent: while knowledge and 
relational resources provide the conditions for action, mobilization capacity captures 
how these resources are brought together. The three dimensions help explain differences 
in the ability of planning projects and contexts to deliver shared goals (De Magalhães, 
Healey, and Madanipour 2002; Healey 1998). The dimensions are particularly relevant 
for analysing land allocation as an experimental governance arrangement, as land allo
cation processes rely on the co-production and negotiation of knowledge about sustain
ability, evolving relational arrangements between local government and developers, and 
the mobilization of these resources through contractual and procedural instruments. 
Table 2 presents the analytical framework developed for this article. It summarizes the 
elements of the three institutional capacity dimensions, drawing on Healey (1998) and 
De Magalhães, Healey, and Madanipour (2002), and extends them by incorporating 
insights from more recent literature on experimentation in planning.

4. Materials and methods

This article employs a multi-sited case study design to explore how experimentation in 
land allocation processes influences institutional capacity building for sustainable 
urban development. A multi-sited case study was chosen to move beyond the limitations 
of single case studies and identify similarities and differences across local contexts, 
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thereby generating insights of broader relevance (Krehl and Weck 2020). The analysis 
focuses on two urban development projects in Sweden: Vallastaden (Linköping) and 
Brunnshög (Lund), as shown in Table 3. Both are greenfield developments with high sus
tainability ambitions and an explicit focus on experimentation in land allocation pro
cesses. The cases were selected using a similar case strategy (Flyvbjerg 2006), since 
they share key characteristics: scale, ambition and institutional setting. This makes the 
cases particularly suitable for examining how experimental practices in land allocation 
processes shape institutional capacity.

4.1. Case description: Vallastaden (Linköping)

Vallastaden is a 20-ha urban development project started in 2011. The first phase of Val
lastaden, comprising approximately 1,000 dwellings, was showcased at the national 
housing and urban planning exhibition, Vallastaden2017. A separate company was estab
lished to coordinate the area’s development for the housing exhibition. The company was 
decommissioned in 2018, after which the local government’s planning department took 
over responsibility for planning and development. The urban planning and housing exhi
bition served to test innovative ideas, including new infrastructure solutions like an 
underground utility tunnel. This 1.8 km tunnel includes cables and pipes for district 
heating, electricity, telecommunications, water, waste, and sewage systems. Vallastaden 
was designed to be a model of sustainable urban development, aiming to achieve resource 
efficiency through integrated systems for waste management, energy production, trans
port, and social sustainability through shared facilities and communal spaces. A key 
aspect of the development process was its land allocation processes. Instead of selling 
land to the highest bidder, the local government introduced a fixed price, and developers 
had to compete based on various criteria, including sustainability. As a result, around 40 
different developers were involved in the first phase, creating a diverse mix of buildings.

4.2. Case description: Brunnshög (Lund)

Brunnshög is a 225-hectare urban development project initiated in 2006, closely linked to 
the new MAX IV and European Spallation Source (ESS) research facilities. The vision for 
Brunnshög is to become a Positive Energy District (PED), which means it will generate 
more energy than it uses. An important part of achieving this goal is a low-temperature 
district heating system that utilizes excess heat from the research facilities. In addition to 
these research facilities, Brunnshög will include 6,000 dwellings, offices, commercial 
spaces, schools and public services. The first buildings were completed in 2015, and in 
2020, a new tramline was ready to connect the city centre of Lund with the two research 

Table 3. Case overview.
Vallastaden (Linköping) Brunnshög (Lund)

Type Greenfield, new-built development Greenfield, new-built development
Size/area 20 hectares 225 hectares (of which 100 hectares developed by the local 

government)
Duration 2011 - 2030 2006 - 2055
Programme Housing, commercial properties, schools, 

and a care home
Housing, offices, research facilities, commercial properties, 

schools, and services
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facilities, with several stops within Brunnshög. The first phase (Southern Brunnshög) is 
currently complete, and the second phase (Central Brunnshög) is under development. A 
separate project organization within the local government is responsible for developing 
Brunnshög and operates from a shared office in a different building from the rest of the 
local government. Branded as a leading example of European sustainable urban develop
ment, Brunnshög’s sustainability strategy follows three core principles: minimize, 
balance and maximize. The project aims to minimize climate impact, maximize urban 
life and participation, and balance construction with farmland preservation and biodiver
sity. The district is being developed gradually over approximately 50 years, with continu
ous evaluation and iterative learning to adapt to changing needs and learn from 
experiments. In contrast to Vallastaden’s fixed-price land allocation, Brunnshög 
applies various land allocation methods, ranging from sustainability-oriented compe
titions to traditional bidding.

4.3. Data collection and analysis

The study combines semi-structured interviews and document analysis to capture both 
the formal design of experimental land allocation processes and the experiences of plan
ners and developers. An overview of the interviews and analysed documents is provided 
in Table 4. A total of 15 interviews were conducted with local government representatives 
(10) and developers (5). The interviews with the local government representatives 
included the project leaders for the urban development projects, urban planning engin
eers (planeringsingenjör in Swedish) responsible for detailed development plans, land 
and development engineers (mark- och exploateringsingenjör in Swedish) managing 

Table 4. Overview of interviews and documents analysed.
Urban 
development 
project Interviews (year interviewed) Documents (publication year)

Vallastaden 
(Linköping)

5 interviews with representatives of the local 
government (2022–2023); 1 interview with a 
consultant working for the local government 
(2024); 1 interview with a developer (2025) 

Architectural competition Vallastaden (2012); 
Idea program Vallastaden (2012); OKIDOKI’s 
plan for Vallastaden (2013); Detailed 
development plan Vallastaden (2013); Quality 
program Vallastaden (2013); Follow-up report 
Linköping municipality (2017/2018); Idea 
program Eastern Vallastaden (2023); 
Documentation of 8 land allocation processes, 
including prospectus and jury assessments 
(2013–2022)

Brunnshög (Lund) 4 interviews with representatives of the local 
government (2023 –2024); 4 interviews with 
developers (2024–2025) 

Lund NE/Brunnshög vision and goals (2012); 
Elaboration of the comprehensive plan for 
Lund NE/Brunnshög (2013); Outline plan for 
central Brunnshög (2015); Brunnshög: 
summary of visions, strategies and goals 
(2016); Detailed development plans 
Brunnshög; Sustainability in Brunnshög: how 
the district will achieve the goals of Lund 
municipality (2022); Documentation of 12 land 
allocation processes including prospectus, 
proposals, and jury assessments (2010–2023); 
42 sustainability agreements between the local 
government and the developers (2017–2023)
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land allocation processes, and city architects, whose responsibilities span strategic plan
ning, urban design and building permits. These actors are not politically elected but pro
fessional officials within the municipal administrations. The choice to focus on these 
roles reflects that they were directly responsible for designing and implementing the 
land allocation processes. On the developer side, participants included project leaders 
responsible for their construction projects.

Interviews explored planning ambitions, land allocation procedures, responsibility 
distribution, and perceived outcomes of experimental practices in land allocation, 
including reflections on sustainability goals and trade-offs. Interviews lasted between 
32 and 65 min and were transcribed for analysis. Key planning and land allocation docu
ments included visions, strategies, detailed development plans, land allocation compe
tition prospectuses, jury assessments, sustainability agreements, and follow-up reports. 
These documents provided a longitudinal perspective on the land allocation processes 
in both urban development projects. A detailed analysis of the different land allocation 
procedures is provided in the Appendix.

Following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase model, a theory-driven thematic analy
sis was used, guided by the analytical framework presented in Table 2. The framework 
served as a lens for analysing how local governments and developers reflected on land 
allocation practices, and how land allocation was formalized and operationalized in plan
ning documents. Institutional capacity was analysed by the three dimensions – knowl
edge resources, relational resources and mobilization capacity – and how they 
function together to address collective planning concerns. The analysis focused on 
how experimentation in land allocation contributes to the development, reconfiguration, 
or contestation of these dimensions through new competences, practices, and relational 
arrangements.

A deductive coding approach was applied, with codes and themes informed by the 
analytical framework, while remaining open to additional patterns that emerged from 
the data. Coding was conducted in NVivo and focused on the experimental aspects of 
the three dimensions of institutional capacity. The analysis followed Braun and 
Clarke’s six phases: (1) familiarization with the data, (2) generating initial codes, (3) 
searching for themes, (4) reviewing themes, (5) defining and naming themes, and (6) 
producing the report (Braun and Clarke 2006). Through iterative coding of planning 
documents and interviews, key themes were identified, presented in Section 5, and sum
marized in Figure 1. Conclusions about institutional capacity were derived by examining 
how the identified themes reflect changes in the ways knowledge is produced and shared, 
relationships are organized, and collective action is mobilized within land allocation 
processes.

5. Results

This section presents and discusses the analysis of the case study of the two Swedish 
urban development projects to understand whether and how experimentation in land 
allocation processes builds institutional capacity for sustainable urban development. 
The section is structured by the three dimensions of the institutional capacity framework: 
knowledge resources, relational resources and mobilization capacity.
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5.1. Knowledge resources

In both Vallastaden and Brunnshög, planning documents – such as vision and goal docu
ments, quality programmes and sustainability frameworks – provide the formal knowl
edge base for sustainable urban development. These documents outline the sustainability 
ambitions and serve as reference points across different planning levels and timeframes. 
In Vallastaden and Brunnshög, the sustainability ambitions focus on reducing CO2 emis
sions, improving energy efficiency, promoting mixed housing types, creating meeting 
places, and enhancing public transport. However, these vision and goal documents 
rarely include how these ambitions should be operationalized in land allocation. Vallas
taden’s 2023 Idea Program explicitly identifies land allocation as a strategic tool to 

Figure 1. Overview of key experimental practices in land allocation for building institutional capacity 
in the cases of Vallastaden and Brunnshög.
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encourage future ideas that benefit energy-, resource-, and climate-efficient construction, 
and promote social sustainability at various levels. Similarly, Brunnshög’s 2022 sustain
ability strategy acknowledges developers’ contributions but does not mention how land 
allocation integrates the ambitions into the procedures. 

And in such a large area, you’ll have many land allocation competitions over time. And in 
each competition, you can adjust what is being competed on and what type of projects are 
being requested, as long as it fits within the regulations of the detailed development plan. In 
this way, land allocation competitions are a very good tool for a municipality to get different 
types of projects.

Local government representative Vallastaden, 2022

The analysis shows that experimentation emerges as the primary mechanism for trans
lating broad sustainability goals into actionable land allocation practices within the 
limits of the detailed development plan. Both local governments use experimentation 
to test various methods and refine (sustainability) criteria based on observed outcomes. 
In Brunnshög, since 2015, the local government has experimented with price-based, 
quality-based, and hybrid competition models for land allocation. Early experiments 
allowed developers freedom in interpreting sustainability goals, but this led to a focus 
on low-impact solutions. Subsequent experiments introduced structured scoring 
systems that emphasized three core criteria: climate neutrality, innovation, and architec
tural quality. The process has since evolved, incorporating building certification systems 
such as Miljöbyggnad, the most common certification system for sustainable buildings in 
Sweden (Wallhagen et al. 2023), and offering points for energy and smart city solutions. 
Each iteration reflects a trial-and-error approach, where outcomes inform refinements in 
the evaluation framework and scoring systems. 

We do not really have a fixed way of working; instead, we always want to adapt based on the 
lessons learned from the last time, and then we move forward and try to find a bit of 
variation.

Local government representative Brunnshög, 2024

Vallastaden also illustrates the experimental approach. The initial point-based system 
allowed developers to select sustainability criteria (e.g. passive houses, solar panels or 
winter gardens). Early land allocation processes showed that developers prioritized 
cheaper and less ambitious options. In response, the local government shifted the approach 
to a vision-based assessment framework, emphasizing developers’ strategies for achieving 
CO2 neutrality. In the 2022 land allocation process, sustainability was no longer explicitly 
mentioned. However, it was included under the concept of resilience, enabling developers 
to propose solutions and explore multiple pathways to reach these overarching goals. The 
experiments reveal trade-offs between open-ended and interpretive approaches, which aim 
for innovation and contextual adaptation, and more rigid frameworks that offer compar
ability but may constrain creativity and limit innovative sustainability solutions.

5.2. Relational resources

Implementing sustainable urban development in Brunnshög and Vallastaden also 
depends on relational resources, such as trust, collaboration, and mutual understanding 
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between local governments and developers. The land allocation processes serve as exper
imental arenas, where collaboration is tested, adjusted and reconfigured. Both local gov
ernments have deliberately utilized land allocation to attract a diverse range of 
developers, including smaller and newer actors, while experimenting with relational 
strategies to strike a balance between control and flexibility.

In Vallastaden, smaller plot sizes were intentionally introduced as an experiment to 
lower entry barriers, broaden participation, and generate architectural and social diver
sity. Brunnshög and Vallastaden adapted their strategies to meet developers’ needs, such 
as revising plot sizes. The land allocation processes in Brunnshög were also designed to 
generate momentum and visibility, turning the project into a shared experimentation 
platform. 

The municipality also wants to get positive marketing for its area and its project to attract 
other developers or to generate interest in the area and make sure it gains some momentum. 
We are, so to speak, entirely dependent on each other, and that is how it should be. And the 
municipality can not be so visionary that no one wants to build there.

Local government representative Brunnshög, 2024

This interdependence is central: both local governments recognize that sustainable urban 
development cannot be achieved without collaboration. However, the form of collabor
ation itself has been experimented with. In the later land allocation processes in Vallas
taden, regulatory control is relaxed, allowing developers to experiment within a broader 
framework of sustainability ambitions. 

Instead, we should be open and flexible, focusing on monitoring what is necessary without 
overregulating things that are not. We do not need to control everything; let their entrepre
neurship flourish, and allow them to experiment. Sometimes mistakes will happen, but that 
is not a disaster.

Local government representative Vallastaden, 2024

In both cases, local governments experimented with different formats of developer invol
vement. In Vallastaden, open developer dialogues were used at early stages to co-design 
the vision and quality program. This process led to a joint agreement to require 25% 
stricter energy performance than the national building regulations. In Brunnshög, 
early dialogues were discontinued after the local government felt this undermined 
local authority. Instead, the local government experimented with involving an anchor 
developer – a developer engaged early in the urban development process to represent 
the interests of future developers for an entire block or area. The anchor developer 
assumes a proactive, coordinating role, supporting and advocating for forthcoming 
developers while helping to drive the planning process forward. In this case, the 
anchor developer was brought in to establish a closer, yet more selective, partnership 
to co-shape the vision for the next phase of development. 

Our approach is to be proactive; we do not want to just sit and wait for large companies to 
say they want to join, creating a last-minute rush. Instead, we are staying ahead by securing 
an anchor developer who brings a customer perspective. Together, we will spend the next 
year exploring what the future city for work should look like.

Local government representative Brunnshög, 2023
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After land allocation, regular coordination meetings were held in both projects, where 
developers exchanged ideas, aligned timelines, and sometimes showcased sustainability 
solutions. A tension influencing the relational dynamics is the dual role of the local gov
ernments in land allocation processes, acting both as planning authorities, where they 
need to realize long-term sustainability goals, and as landowners, dependent on 
private investment and market dynamics. To manage this tension, Brunnshög intro
duced sustainability contracts, which were negotiated before the land allocation agree
ment was finalized. These contracts formalize developers’ commitments based on their 
proposals and outline responsibilities. While appreciated for their clarity, such agree
ments can also conflict with developers’ need for design flexibility in early project stages. 

So, then I wrote that I want to investigate it, and we got a reply saying, ‘Yes, but are you going 
to do it or are you not going to do it?’. Maybe it is because they want us to push us a little more.

Developer Brunnshög, 2024

This quote highlights how experimental planning instruments, such as sustainability con
tracts, push developers to make early commitments but also create friction by reducing 
the room for iteration. Vallastaden experimented with transitioning from a rigid point 
system to an open-ended model, providing developers with more interpretive space to inno
vate. Both local governments thus navigated the trade-off between flexibility and control.

5.3. Mobilization capacity

Mobilization capacity refers to the ability of actors to combine knowledge and relational 
resources to implement shared goals, in this case, sustainable urban development. The 
2015 legal reform highlighted the importance of land allocation processes in establishing 
stricter sustainability requirements for developers, although this remains a legal grey 
area. Within this uncertainty, the analysis reveals how land allocation processes 
become arenas of experimentation, where local governments test various strategies to 
secure, enforce, and adapt the implementation of sustainable urban development. Par
ticularly in the early stages, land allocation processes offer local governments opportu
nities to experiment with innovative requirements and accountability mechanisms. 
However, the potential is constrained in later stages by institutional fragmentation and 
weak continuity with other regulatory processes, such as building permits. The following 
reflection illustrates the operational gap: 

We usually try to do it beforehand. However, sometimes I do not know that they are apply
ing for building permits, and then, yes, it can come later in the process. […] It should be in 
connection with the final inspection. And it is also difficult, because we do not always know 
when that happens. The internal procedures do not always work.

Local government representative Brunnshög, 2024

The dual role of local governments as both landowners and planning authorities influ
ences mobilization capacity. Local governments are expected to safeguard their long- 
term sustainability ambitions, but they depend on developers’ investments under 
difficult market conditions. To navigate this tension, both local governments tested 
different mobilization techniques. For their part, developers often resisted early 
commitments and sought flexibility, while local governments experimented with 
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securing such commitments up front. Some developers, however, welcomed stricter 
follow-up, seeing it as a method that could enhance their accountability and credibility: 

It is important to be able to demonstrate that we actually evaluate what we’ve promised. I think 
many municipalities are concerned that developers and construction companies do not 
deliver on their promises […]. So, we have assessed that if we can clearly show, in black 
and white, that we follow up and what the outcome was, it greatly increases our credibility. 
That, in turn, improves our chances of participating in future land allocations or receiving 
direct allocations. To be seen as a serious actor who does what is required, that is important.

Developer Brunnshög, 2024

In Vallastaden, the early mobilization strategy was largely incentive-based. Non-compli
ance was framed not as a punishment but as a loss of advantage in future land allocations. 
Over time, however, the local government experimented with more formal enforcement, 
including financial penalties. These efforts illustrate how mobilization strategies evolved 
from cooperative to more coercive instruments, though the legal and practical challenges 
of enforceability remain unresolved. Brunnshög experimented with sustainability agree
ments to translate planning goals into contractual obligations. While this provided 
clarity, the agreements also revealed the limits of enforcement: once land was allocated 
and construction underway, local government leverage was weak. Developers noted 
that inconsistent enforcement undermines credibility: 

If you do not comply, the municipality does not really have any opportunity to be sharp. (…) 
Then you hear during the project that many others ignore it, and it is a bit of a shame, I think.

Developer Brunnshög, 2024

Both local governments also experimented with external tools such as certification 
schemes. In Brunnshög, the Swedish Miljöbyggnad certification for sustainable buildings 
was required; however, developers were not obliged to obtain the actual certificate, 
thereby diluting enforcement. In Vallastaden, monitoring was outsourced to consultants, 
which fragmented institutional learning and knowledge. These experiments illustrate 
attempts to supplement weak local government enforcement capacity and highlight 
how fragmented responsibility can reduce mobilization potential. However, over time, 
both local governments shifted their experimental focus toward tangible sustainability 
dimensions, particularly architecture and physical design, because these were easier to 
monitor and evaluate than social initiatives. 

We should evaluate the architecture, point. Within the concept of architecture, we can 
incorporate the classic aspects of environmental, social, and economic sustainability, but 
there must be a physical connection. We can not evaluate something just because 
someone says they will organise barbecue evenings for the residents.

Local government representative Vallastaden, 2023

5.4. Building institutional capacity through experimentation in Vallastaden and 
Brunnshög

The cases of Vallastaden and Brunnshög demonstrate that land allocation processes can 
serve as institutional arenas, where resources, authority, and potential for change exist. 
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As illustrated in Figure 1, the two local governments test how knowledge resources can be 
mobilized, shifting from rigid point systems to open-ended, developer-driven visions, 
and experimenting with collaboration modes that balance trust, dialogue, and respon
siveness to developers’ needs. Mobilization strategies reveal experimentation with 
accountability tools, ranging from incentive-based approaches to contractual obligations 
and penalties, alongside pragmatic shifts toward tangible and monitorable sustainability 
dimensions. Although experimentation in land allocation processes often emerges out of 
necessity, given legal ambiguities, market constraints, and institutional fragmentation, 
the land allocation processes illustrate an ongoing search for learning. At the same 
time, the lack of structured feedback loops and weak institutional integration risks under
mining continuity and legitimacy, as well as weakening the enforcement of sustainability 
objectives.

6. Concluding discussion

This article examines how experimentation in land allocation processes influences insti
tutional capacity building for sustainable urban development, drawing on a case study of 
two urban development projects in Sweden. The cases of Vallastaden and Brunnshög 
illustrate that land allocation has evolved from a primarily technical and administrative 
function into a strategic instrument that enables local governments to experiment with 
local sustainability ambitions, collaboration mechanisms, and mobilization techniques. 
Since the 2015 legal reform, land allocation has remained one of the few strategic govern
ance arrangements for local governments to influence developers and contribute to 
achieving sustainability goals at the local level.

The results demonstrate that experimentation contributes to knowledge resources by 
providing new frames of reference through the testing of alternative evaluation frame
works in land allocation processes. Iterative land allocation trials enabled local govern
ments to observe developer behaviour and adjust sustainability criteria accordingly, 
illustrating a learning process. At the same time, formal knowledge resources such as 
strategic documents provided limited guidance for land allocation, and the goals often 
lost relevance over time. This reflects what Witzell and Oldbury (2023) describe as a tem
poral and organizational divide between early-stage visioning and implementation- 
focused planning. Vigar, Cowie, and Healey (2020) found that planning benefits from 
clear and consistent strategic goals, combined with flexibility in implementation, allow
ing adaptation as conditions change (Vigar, Cowie, and Healey 2020). Clarifying objec
tives does not necessarily restrict flexibility; instead, they can be formulated to set an 
overall direction for collaboration while leaving space for different solutions to emerge 
(Hellquist, Balfors, and Sondal 2025).

Regarding relational resources, experimentation is evident in the continual nego
tiation of trust, collaboration, and authority between local governments and develo
pers. Local governments adjust plot sizes, rely on anchor developers, and move 
between rigid contracts and more flexible and interpretative frameworks to stimulate 
innovation and safeguard sustainability goals. This reflects Smedby and Neij’s (2013) 
findings that collaborative approaches can build trust and shared knowledge, yet 
often struggle to deliver sustainability outcomes. The cases show that although 
early consensus in planning processes, such as sustainability contracts, appears 
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constructive, commitments tend to weaken over time as local governments encounter 
difficulties in enforcing agreements. They also underscore the dual role of local gov
ernments as both planning authorities and landowners, which raises questions of 
clarity and legitimacy (Olsson 2018). This issue can also be observed in other 
countries where public land development is common (Valtonen and Falkenbach 
2025; Woestenburg, van der Krabben, and Spit 2019). As Candel and Paulsson 
(2023) emphasize, local governments constantly balance openness and control, a 
tension clearly evident in the shifting relational strategies observed in the land allo
cation processes.

For mobilization capacity, the cases illustrate how land allocation processes can serve 
as institutional arenas for experimenting with planning instruments. Local governments 
tested incentive mechanisms, sustainability agreements, penalties, and certification 
requirements, navigating the tension between ambition, feasibility, and enforceability. 
Over time, both Vallastaden and Brunnshög shifted their emphasis toward architectural 
quality and physical design, which may reinforce the local government’s planning auth
ority. This resonates with Haderer’s (2023) call to view public authorities as proactive 
actors advancing collective goals and public interests, while acknowledging the inherent 
complexity and uncertainty of urban governance. Similarly, Puustinen et al. (2025) argue 
that effective carbon mitigation in construction depends on integrating instruments such 
as detailed development plans and building control regulations into a coherent strategy. 
From this perspective, land policy should not be treated in isolation but understood as 
part of a broader governance system in which diverse tools and policy sectors interact 
(Puustinen et al. 2025).

The cases illustrate a broader insight: institutional capacity remains limited when 
experimentation in land allocation is weakly embedded within formal governance 
structures. Experimentation has become a central means through which local govern
ments seek to increase institutional capacity in response to uncertainty and shifting 
conditions, including evolving regulations, economic fluctuations, and emerging sus
tainability agendas. As the cases demonstrate, experimental strategies can facilitate 
adaptation, learning, and co-production, enabling local governments to respond 
flexibly to changing circumstances. However, when experimentation functions primar
ily as a compensatory strategy – addressing legal, institutional, or resource constraints 
without transforming underlying governance structures – its contribution to long- 
term sustainability outcomes might be constrained, and legitimacy may be under
mined. Examples include the involvement of external actors in follow-up processes 
in Vallastaden and the reliance on anchor developers in visioning processes in Brunn
shög. As Healey et al. (2003) emphasize, the most effective experiments build on and 
reinforce existing institutional structures and policy networks rather than substituting 
for them (Healey et al. 2003). Similarly, Roggero (2025) notes that experimentation 
often compensates for gaps in formal authority or capacity, enabling local govern
ments to navigate restrictive frameworks without fundamentally questioning them 
(Roggero 2025). This compensatory role entails trade-offs: experiments risk being 
co-opted to prioritize short-term economic or political objectives at the expense of 
longer-term goals such as equity and environmental justice (Ehnert 2023; Haderer 
2023). While experimentation can provide flexibility, it should not be treated as a sub
stitute for robust legislation, regulation, or political vision (Isaksson, Oldbury, and 
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Marsden 2022). To strengthen the capacity-building potential of experimental 
approaches in land allocation, local governments need to align experimentation 
with regulatory frameworks, embed sustainability goals in legally binding instruments, 
and establish mechanisms for continuous learning and feedback that support both 
creativity and accountability (Healey 2004).

Beyond the empirical findings, this article contributes to planning theory and the 
experimental governance literature by reframing land allocation processes as a govern
ance arrangement that can be used experimentally. It demonstrates how experimental 
land allocation processes influence knowledge resources, relational resources, mobiliz
ation capacity, and interactions between developers and local governments. By 
showing that experimentation is not limited to dedicated pilot projects or innovation 
arenas, but can be embedded within core governance arrangements and existing plan
ning instruments, the article expands the repertoire of experimental governance tools 
available to local governments.

Further research needs to broaden the scope of actors examined in sustainable urban 
development processes and experimental governance. While this article focuses on the 
local government–developer relationship, other actors, including citizens, consultants, 
architects, contractors, and utility companies, play crucial roles in shaping sustainability 
outcomes. Additionally, further research should critically examine the tension between 
pursuing sustainability through new construction. As these greenfield development 
cases illustrate, sustainability efforts often focus on how we build, while the equally 
important question of whether we should build at all receives less attention. Future 
studies could therefore explore strategies for transforming and reusing the existing 
built environment, advancing sufficiency-oriented planning, and investigating what 
planning without growth could mean in practice.
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